United States
Andrew Billingsley, a sociologist, has been writing about the state of the African-American family for a number of decades. In this volume, he gathers a pastiche of materials-history, biography, autobiography, sociology, and statistics-to explore the past, present, and the future of the African-American family.
At its heart, this is an inspirational work. Billingsley amasses proof that even in the face of racism and concomitant poverty in the United States, the majority of African Americans have demonstrated their many capacities and sustained the traditional family form that, he argues, has often been key to personal and group stability and achievement.
His message is directed to African Americans despairing after more than a decade of recriminatory, retrogressive pronouncements and policies at the federal level and beyond. It also responds to resurgent neo-culture of poverty theorists who sell their perspective to policy makers eager to justify the retrenchment of social programs on the grounds that black people are endemically mired in disorganized social forms and that public money will not help. Finally, the book addresses those who claim that racism and structural obstacles are so pervasive that African-American families and communities are doomed.
Billingsley exhorts all of these groups to pay attention to the manifold evidence of African-American survival and accomplishment, and to consider how much more this group could accomplish if its members were "surrounded by a social environment which propelled them forward" (p. 316). In short, Billingsley carves a middle ground out of the polarized contemporary discussion of race and public policy and argues for the dual responsibility of the individual and the state to the cause of African-American advancement or racial equality.
Billingsley covers a lot of territory in this volume addressed more to the general than the academic reader. One of his key strategies is to demonstrate the falsity of popular assumptions regarding AfricanAmerican life. For example, he shows statistically and anecdotally that the black family today is not synonymous with teenage unwed mothers and their households; that there are not substantial socioeconomic differences between American-born and Caribbeanborn blacks in the United States; that African Americans are generous philanthropists and volunteers, not principally recipients of charity. Billingsley effectively raises and overturns biases that have so often been used to marginalize this population.
The Reviews of Books an overview of the evolving colonial economy argument from the late colonial era until the end of World War II, Persky is convincing on his two major points: that across two centuries a diverse array of southern thinkers shared a belief that the South suffered from a debilitating economic dependence on other parts of the world, and that although these thinkers found common ground in identifying dependency as a source of the region's persistent economic woes, they could not agree on either the causes of regional dependency or the proper remedy for it.
Despite his emphasis on the ubiquity of the colonial economy complaint, Persky rightly emphasizes the remarkable heterogeneity of southern thought throughout the long period under study. According to Persky, the South's internal debate, although it went through a variety of incarnations, was usually between champions of an agrarian South, specialized in staple crops and committed to free trade, on the one hand, and proponents of a Overall, Persky provides a stimulating introduction to the American South-as-colonial-economy hypothesis, and his attempt to place the argument within the larger framework of the dependency theory now often used to explain the relationship of Latin American economies to those of more developed nations is laudable if not entirely persuasive. But Persky's study also has its limitations. First, it attempts to examnine the idea of the South as a colonial economy apart from any systematic analysis of the southern economy. Thus, Persky can conclude that many different southerners found the colonial economy argument a useful polemic, but he cannot evaluate its validity as an explanation of the South's enduring economic problems. Second, Persky, like many of the thinkers he studies, largely ignores the possibility that the South's long-term failure to generate self-sustaining economic growth or an independent entrepreneurial tradition resulted not from the "imperial" manipulation of self-serving elites, whether within or without the region, but from the reluctance of the region's electorate to finance the requisite program of human capital development and the indifference of much of the region's population to the skill acquisition needed to nurture indigenous growth. LACY K. FORD 
